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Introduction



One Christmas I found myself in Oxford Street, admiring the twinkly decorations and listening to a piped version of Jingle Bells. In Chinese.


Our Christmas songs and carols turn up in some surprising places. They come from some surprising places, too. Ding, Dong! Merrily on High began life in a French Renaissance dancing manual: ‘pied gaulche largy, pied droit approché, empoigner la femme par le saulx du corps, l’eslevant en l’air’ (which means, ‘Put your left foot out, put your right foot in, pick her up by the waist and twirl her around a bit’). The tune of Good King Wenceslas was first published in Finland (to completely different words, about priests and virgins, mostly). Certainly, not all of them began life with their seasonal associations attached. Some were born to Christmas, some have achieved Christmas, and some have had Christmas thrust upon them.


For example, every Christmas you will find yourself singing a song whose original words were about a dead cow and a delinquent ploughboy. The song was heard in a pub in Forest Green, Surrey, in the leafy commuter-belt fringes of London, by the composer Ralph Vaughan Williams, sung to him by an old man called Mr Garman. Vaughan Williams found a use for the tune a few years later when he was given the job of music editor of the English Hymnal. He wanted to include a poem by an American bishop called Phillips Brooks, but didn’t know (or didn’t like) the tune that Brooks’s own church organist had written for this text back in Philadelphia. So Vaughan Williams helped himself to Mr Garman’s folk song. The result – O Little Town of Bethlehem.


That’s not the only transatlantic immigrant into our English carol tradition. We Three Kings is American. So is Away in a Manger, which was first published in the journal of the Universalist movement in Boston, Massachusetts. The editors confidently informed their readers that the poem is by Martin Luther. It isn’t: they made that up. They claimed they were celebrating the four-hundredth anniversary of Luther’s birth. They weren’t: they made that up, too (or, at least, got the date wrong).


O Little Town of Bethlehem and Away in a Manger are both sung today to different tunes on either side of the Atlantic. Many of our best-known carol texts have had many musical partners over the years. Different tunes sometimes represent differences between one denomination and another, or from one village to the next. Sometimes, a carol would be sung to one tune in church and to a different tune in the pub afterwards. It’s all a gloriously eccentric English muddle. For example, here’s a list of names: Old Foster, Tom’s Boy, Old Beer, Morchard Bishop, Sweet Chiming Bells, Cambridge New, Fern Bank, Comfort, Hail! Chime on. Names of what? Ales? Cricket teams? Characters in Harry Potter? Actually, they’re tunes. All have been sung, at various times and in various places, to While Shepherds Watched. There are many others (including Cranbrook, better known as On Ilkla Moor Baht ’at). Some are deeply mysterious and profoundly moving, like the elegiac Shropshire Funeral Hymn.


Often, tunes turn up in different parts of the country in slightly different versions. London gives us a good example. The composer John Stainer once heard God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen raggedly sung on the streets of the capital by a tattered band of Dickensian urchins. A little later, the folklorist Cecil Sharp collected the same tune in Cambridgeshire. The same, but different: Stainer’s tune has a different first note from Sharp’s. Somebody, once upon a time, travelled those seventy miles singing carols, and got that bit wrong, or misremembered it, or changed it. That’s how an oral tradition works. There is no ‘correct’ version. Even today, hymnbooks and carol collections don’t agree on the exact words of Away in a Manger or the precise rhythm of Angels from the Realms of Glory.


This ability to absorb influences from everywhere and nowhere produces memorable, and often rather odd, results. Why are there three ships and two passengers? The opening verse of The Holly and the Ivy is a fertility song, about the promise of new life in the depths of winter. There are lots of holly and ivy songs, but they’re not about Christmas, they’re about sex.


This partly explains why, for most of its history, the English carol has been an outdoor creature, kept tied up in the churchyard, not allowed to show its muddy face in church. Good King Wenceslas used to look in, not out. For most of the eighteenth century only one carol was permitted in worship, Nahum Tate’s While Shepherds Watched. Hymns like O Come, All Ye Faithful weren’t granted access until the first half of the nineteenth century. Even long after that, the idea of singing secular things like wassail songs cheek by jowl with holy writ would have been deeply shocking.


The word ‘carol’, too, has had many associations over the centuries. Shakespeare describes a pair of young lovers:


This carol they began that hour


How that life was but a flower.


The carol sung by this lover and his lass is a springtime love song: nothing to do with Christmas, still less church. Some later composers like Gerald Finzi used the term for purely instrumental pieces with a song-like character. Even in a sacred context, the carol was never exclusively a Christmas song – many collections include Easter carols and other varieties, and folk carols like Tomorrow Shall Be My Dancing Day have many verses which cover the entire Christian story, often from the creation of the world through to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, taking in his birth at Bethlehem surrounded by the defiantly non-scriptural asses and oxen along the way. If someone tries to tell you that such-and-such an item is or isn’t a proper carol, remember that, like so many catch-all musical terms, this one really defies precise definition. It captures a huge range of types and influences. That’s part of its appeal. And anyway, in some of its most joyful incarnations the carol has sometimes been a rather improper little creature.


Tracing the history of our carol tradition can be a bit like trying to sweep up all the stray pine needles when you’ve taken down your Christmas tree: there’s always a corner you find you haven’t reached. There’s really no such thing as ‘the’ history of the English carol. 


But there are phases and themes. 


Folk and oral traditions provide the earliest sources. Folk carols appear in manuscript sources from the thirteenth century on. Familiar items such as The Boar’s Head Carol and the various holly and ivy carols start turning up in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The explosion of printing in the sixteenth century saw the advent of the ballad broadside: cheap editions of popular songs, including countless versions of carols and Christmas poems of all kinds, a practice that persisted well into the nineteenth century. Protestant hymnbooks and schoolbooks give us well-known songs such as In Dulci Jubilo and Personent Hodie. Eighteenth-century hymn-singing added While Shepherds Watched and the lyrics of Isaac Watts and the Wesleys. 


So far, most written versions of Christmas carols and hymns would have reached their performers as words only, leaving the singers to provide a suitable tune which they already knew and happened to fit. Together with the vagaries of the oral tradition, the lack of any sort of copyright control and the willingness of different religious traditions, or even different villages, to adopt their own local variant of a much-loved song, the idea of any sort of correct or standard version of many of our most traditional items gets thoroughly lost in the undergrowth. The Three Ships have been recorded sailing to Newcastle and up the English Channel, with sometimes our Saviour and his Lady as passengers, sometimes Mary and Joseph, occasionally the archangel Michael or the bodies of the Three Kings on their way to burial in Cologne Cathedral, and sometimes a group of pretty girls. 


The intellectual currents of the nineteenth century brought two main influences to bear on the broad meanderings of our carol tradition. First, scholars and antiquarians started to take folk culture seriously and to collect and write down versions of songs and carols from manuscripts, ballad sheets and their own encounters with carollers. Editors and compilers like William Hone, William Chappell, Davies Gilbert, William Sandys, Edward Rimbault, Joshua Sylvester (which appears to be a pseudonym), William Henry Husk and John Camden Hotten appear every year in this story, like the faded angel on the top of the tree. As the nineteenth century moved into the twentieth, their work was continued in important books edited and collected by, among many others, John Stainer, Sabine Baring-Gould, Lucy Broadwood, Cecil Sharp, J. A. Fuller-Maitland, Edith Rickert, George Ratcliffe Woodward and Ralph Vaughan Williams. Most carols with their roots deep in folk traditions reach the versions we know today in this period: you will probably find yourself singing Stainer’s God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen this Christmas; but his setting preserves only one version among countless possible variants of detail. The compiler exercises an element of choice as well as scholarship. It is a rich and fascinating process.


The second strand of nineteenth-century thought to feed fatly into what we sing and hear today was the tradition of churchmanship around the Oxford Movement and high-church Anglicanism. Alongside its theological tracts, the Movement gloried in a theatrical style of worship with plenty of ceremony and lots of music. At the same time, its message of social inclusivity gave rise to an explosion in parish choirs and of music for congregations to sing: hymns. Tunes could be drawn from wherever a good melody was to be found. The muscular, high-minded, high-collared clergymen who led this revival put new words to melodies they found in old books (Good King Wenceslas, Ding, Dong! Merrily), edited and translated items from all sorts of traditions (the Catholic torch song Adeste Fideles becomes O Come, All Ye Faithful, Lutheran chorales turn up as Good Christian Men, Rejoice and other songs), and borrowed and bolted together art music and noncomformist lyrics (Hark, the Herald Angels Sing), as well as writing many pieces of their own. Chief among this high-church band were the Revs Thomas Helmore and John Mason Neale, creators and translators of many of our best-loved Christmas carols.


These habits of gleaning in the highways and byways of folk and liturgical traditions and of composing new items to fit into that tradition meet in hybrids like O Little Town of Bethlehem, a new poem married to an old folk melody.


Next, poets and composers wrote new songs, but in a deliberately archaic style to match the faux-medieval and Victorian gothic which had so thoroughly colonised the English carol tradition: In the Bleak Midwinter. Many of our most cherished moments of Christmas magic have their roots in the fireside imaginings of Victorians like Christina Rossetti and George Ratcliffe Woodward: there are no frosty winds in St Luke, and nobody really said ‘sungen’ and ‘swungen’ in the nineteenth century, or probably not in the fifteenth either.


So next time you clamber to your feet from some buttock-numbing pew or cheap plastic chair to hear once again those familiar old tunes banged out on a wheezy organ or cracked school piano, remember just how English this most English of traditions actually is: not very. Remember Bishop Brooks, finding peace from the horrors of the Civil War in the Holy Land, at the birthplace of Christ, where the silent stars go by. Remember the dead cow and the naughty ploughboy, carried off to hell by a genie in a puff of blue smoke – all very festive. Remember Mr Garman of Forest Green, Surrey.


And what about Jingle Bells? That one’s American, too, composed by a man who ran away to sea in a whaling ship aged fourteen, lost everything in the Gold Rush of ’49, and was the uncle of the founder of the J. P. Morgan banking house (more than one cowboy in that family, then). A carol used to be just a party song, about love, keeping warm or having a good time. Jingle Bells can surely claim its place in that tradition.


This wonderful, rich musical pudding gives us a unique insight into what makes us who we are. Even more importantly, it gives us lots of great songs.


Happy Christmas.
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Angelus ad Virginem


THE CHRISTMAS story begins, if it begins anywhere, at the Annunciation.


The busiest actor in the opening scenes of St Luke’s Gospel is not God or a person but the angel Gabriel. In the first few breathless verses he initiates not one but two miraculous births: the elderly Elizabeth is delivered of the baby who will become John the Baptist; and Mary is told that she, too, is to bring forth a son, to be called Jesus. Mary hurries round to Elizabeth’s house to discuss this rather unexpected turn of events. In the course of these strange encounters St Luke and his later translators give us two of the texts that would go on to form a central part of the practice of the Christian Church for most of its history: the Ave Maria and the Magnificat.


Many of the oldest and best-loved items in our carol tradition take as their starting point the figure of the innocent young mother of God. The writers and dreamers of the early church wove a devotional narrative around the veneration of Mary. According to legend, her own birth to Anna and Joachim, childless through twenty years of marriage, was prefigured by an angel, a clear pre-echo of later events in her own life. Later, the medieval mind, schooled in the stern patriarchy of the Trinity and the Church Fathers, quite literally fell in love with Mary, lavishing on her the sort of compliments and comparisons found in the language of lyric romance: a pearl; like the moon; a star of the sea; the rose without thorn. Pilgrims flocked to her: in England, Mary’s shrine at Walsingham in a muddy bit of the turnip-lands of north Norfolk, complete with its still-surviving magical wells, was second in importance only to Canterbury. Biblical texts associated with Mary, principally the Ave Maria and the Magnificat, together with the four great Marian antiphons, Alma Redemptoris Mater, Ave Maris Stella, Salve Regina and Ave Regina Caelorum, became the musical exemplar of the cult of the Blessed Virgin, endlessly and lovingly set to music. 


The Feast of the Annunciation (25 March) became an established feature of the liturgical year across Eastern and Western Christianity around the fifth to seventh centuries. The image of the innocent young bride and the bright-winged angel became a potent source of inspiration to painters, sculptors, poets, musicians, the makers of stained glass and the writers of songs, sermons, tracts and mystery plays. Its principal prayer, the Ave Maria (‘Hail Mary’), combines words from two discrete places in the first chapter of Luke, bolting together words addressed to Mary first by the angel, then by Elizabeth. A third phrase, containing a first-person prayer for the supplicating sinner, was added later.


From here, the words, images and ideas of these hymns to Mary became rolled into countless vernacular poems, carols and songs, some authored, most anonymous. Many are ‘macaronic’, that is, alternating lines in English with words and phrases in Latin. Sometimes the Latin refrain is drawn directly from one of the sacred antiphons, as in this anonymous fifteenth-century example:


As I lay upon a night


My thought was on a bird so bright


That men call Mary full of might.


Redemptoris Mater


In others the Latin is quite elaborate, telling a separate narrative interspersed among the English. 


A source of particular interest is the Trinity Carol Roll, dating from after 1415. Thirteen carols are inscribed in merrily coloured inks on a two-metre roll of parchment wrapped round a stick, held in the library of Trinity College, Cambridge. Uniquely, it contains music as well as words, in sophisticated two- and three-part polyphony, clearly aimed at well-educated and highly trained performers. There’s a song here celebrating the victory of Henry V (himself no mean composer) at the Battle of Agincourt. Many of the songs use the ‘stanza and burden’ (later known alternatively as ‘verse and refrain’ or ‘verse and chorus’) pattern, a familiar feature of folk song. Naturally, the compilers begin with the unmissable ‘Hail Mary’. Two other songs sing hymns to the Virgin. Six more tell of the nativity. The extended eight-day ‘octave’ of Christmas gets a nod, too: there are songs for the Feasts of Saints Stephen and John, celebrated on 26 and 27 December respectively. Several are macaronic. The best-known, There Is No Rose, is one of many lyrics of this type to have been rediscovered half a millennium later by some of the finest composers of our own age, notably Benjamin Britten and John Joubert (among many others).


Other poems of the period stick gratefully to English. One of the most touching speaks to us directly in the voice of a first-person narrator, using the simplest of language and turning to the imagined words of Mary herself, sitting under a tree as our narrator rides by:


Under a tree


In sporting me


Alone by a wood side


I heard a maid


That sweetly said,


‘I am with child this tide


Graciously


Conceived have I


The Son of God so sweet;


His gracious will


I put me till [to]


As mother him to keep.’


The Bodleian Library in Oxford has a beautiful manuscript volume of lyrics and legends compiled by a priest called John Audelay, assembled around the 1420s when Audelay, ‘deef, syk, blynd’, as the epilogue to his book tells us, was retired from the service of a noble patron to the contemplative calm of Haughmond Abbey, near Shrewsbury. He gives us several lengthy paraphrases of biblical themes, a meditation on ‘The Holy Face’ complete with vivid illustration, a striking poem in which he wishes he were a child again, a long lyric to Mary almost all of whose 120 lines begin with the word ‘Haile’, and verses directly addressed to a particular saint or season, giving us some of our first Christmas Carols. Audelay has his own version of Gabriel’s Salutation to Mary, too, beginning:


The angel to the virgin said,


Entering into her bower,


For dread of quaking of this maid,


He said, ‘Hail,’ with great honour.


Like many medieval and folk lyrics, Audelay’s poem doesn’t just stick to the seasonal part of the story, but goes on to complete the promise contained in Gabriel’s message of the eventual death and resurrection of the newly conceived Jesus,


Bearing on his shoulders blue


The holy cross that gave a knock


Unto our deadly Foe.


So, the universe of the Annunciation carol is a rich and varied one. No apologies, then, that it has taken us several pages even to mention the ostensible subject and title carol of this chapter. Angelus ad Virginem takes its place firmly in that multitude of songs about Gabriel and Mary which no collector or chronicler can number. It is unusual in a review of our contemporary carolling tradition in that we still sing it, or sometimes sing it, or sometimes sing bits of it, in Latin. In that respect it can claim another fairly unusual feature among the items in this book: most have been more or less respectfully knocked about by the funny tricks of time, particularly during the Victorian period. This one would have been entirely familiar to Chaucer. Indeed, he tells us so himself.


Tracing our link to Chaucer sets us off on another slight detour from the main current of this chapter (again, without apology), in the company of one of the most significant medieval scholars of the early twentieth century. Edith Rickert was born in Ohio in 1871. She combined a teaching career with graduate studies at the University of Chicago, forming a close association with John Matthews Manly, a professor of English, and she and Manly made many trips to Europe, principally to Germany and England, finding, studying and editing medieval manuscripts. The relationship with both Chicago University and Manly would last forty years. In 1910 Rickert published her monumental Ancient English Christmas Carols, 1400–1700, presenting scholarly versions of many English folk carol texts, alongside a few by named poets such as Robert Herrick and Jeremy Taylor. Rickert stands for us here representative of a particular kind of post-Victorian scholar: scrupulous and thorough in her academic work, she nonetheless didn’t demur to also write novels, poems, articles and fictionalised versions of her beloved medieval world, something today’s hard-pressed academic, in the competitive world of anonymous peer review and research assessment, might not want to admit to under the forbidding half-mooned gaze of the Senior Common Room (and probably wouldn’t have time for anyway). In this eclectic but idealistic approach she joins contemporary scholar-authors like Sabine Baring-Gould (editor and translator of another beautiful carol based on the Annunciation, the Basque song known to us as The Angel Gabriel) and J. R. R. Tolkien.



[image: An illuminated image from a medieval manuscript of the Annunciation. The angel Gabriel, on the left, greets the Virgin Mary, on the right.]

The Annunciation: a medieval illuminated image chosen by Edith Rickert as the frontispiece to her pioneering carol collection of 1910





Nor did Rickert’s inquiring intellectualism stop there. In 1918 she was drafted in, with Manly, by the US government to work on breaking German codes. Her younger sister and collaborator, Dr Margaret Rickert, would work in the same field in World War II. There is even an account that, while making the sea-crossing from New York to Liverpool in 1926, Edith and Manly worked on a code left unsolved by a Spanish nobleman, Don Hernan Cortes, in the sixteenth century; a sort of early version of Dan Brown. It is surely not too much of a stretch to link an aptitude for code-breaking with an attraction to medieval literature with its love of codes, clues, patterns, puzzles, acrostics and crabbed handwriting requiring deciphering as much as simply reading.


In 1924, the year of Rickert’s appointment as a professor at Chicago, she and Manly began work on a new edition of the works of Chaucer, using the best sources they could find. It eventually ran to eight volumes, the last published shortly after Rickert’s death in 1938.


Chaucer’s Miller entertains his travelling companions with the tale of a clever, poor, rather effete young scholar called Nicholas, who was ‘lyk a mayden meke for to see’, and owned: 


a gay sautrie, [a fine psaltery]


On which he made a-nyghtes melodie


So swetely that all the chambre rong;


And Angelus ad virginem he song.


Our Latin song, then, is well known to Chaucer in the late fourteenth century, with the same title and first line we use today. 


Sources giving the rest of the poem, and, unusually, the tune, are not far behind in the historical hue and cry. There is a two-part version in a fourteenth-century manuscript, part of the collection accrued by Sir Robert Cotton in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, considered by the British Library to be ‘the most important collection of manuscripts ever assembled in Britain by a private individual’. Also in the British Library is a manuscript from Arundel in West Sussex, giving an ornamented version of the tune, with the usual five verses of Latin text, together with a metrically matching free translation in Middle English. Cambridge has a thirteenth-century troper from Dublin, mostly of music for the Mass according to the Use of Sarum, with some polyphonic items added in the fourteenth century, among them no fewer than three versions of our hymn: the tune only; a three-voice setting without text; and a three-voice setting with Latin text. All our long-lost scribes show their usual skill and resourcefulness in squeezing notes and words onto neatly ruled lines in red and black, making the best use of precious parchment. Notation is ‘mensural’, the shaped noteheads and metrical symbols indicating the ubiquitous medieval ‘imperfect’ time (‘triple’ or ‘compound’ time in modern terminology), giving this music its infectious dance-like swagger.



[image: A crowded page of early musical notation. A single line of music, using note heads without stems, has ten lines of text underneath: five in Latin, five in early English.]

Angelus ad Virginem in Latin and English





Modern editions include the respectful but distinctly Victorian harmonisation by Sir Richard Terry, included in his A Medieval Carol Book of 1932, based on yet another early fourteenth-century source, found in Yorkshire. Terry, like so many modern editors of medieval music, struggles manfully to fit his tune into the shackles of a regular time signature, and fails: his version limps deliciously from 4/4 to 3/4 and back again. His harmonies, too, blushingly attempt to pretend the tune is in G major. It’s not; it uses the ancient scale known to theorists of all ages as the Ionian mode. Terry’s cadences don’t quite work. They sum up the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century attempt to turn our carol tradition into a prettified Victorian slice of an imaginary Middle Ages, like the Idylls of Tennyson or some crumbly bit of Gilbert Scott. Well meaning, but a fudge. 


Here, for comparison, is the first verse in the original Latin, then in the Middle English text from the Arundel manuscript, then finally the same verse in a free but faithful modern version by the nineteenth-century English poet and Jesuit priest, Gerard Manley Hopkins:


Angelus ad virginem


Sub intrans in conclave.


Virginis formidinum


Demulcens inquit ‘Ave!


Ave regina virginum,


Coeli terraeque Dominum


Concipies, et paries intacta,


Salutem hominum.


Tu porta coeli facta


Medela criminum.’


Gabriel fram eveneking


sent to þe maide sweete


broute hir blisful tiding


and fair he gan his greete


Heil be þu ful of grace ariçt


for Godes Son þis hevenliçt


for mannes love


wil man bicome


and take


fles of þee maide briçt


manken free for to make


of sen and devles miçt.


Arundel ms


Gabriel, from heaven’s king


Sent to the maiden sweet,


Brought to her blissful tiding


And fair ’gan her to greet.


‘Hail be thou, full of grace aright!


For so God’s Son, the heaven’s light,


Loves man, that He


a man will be


and take


Flesh of thee, maiden bright,


Mankind free for to make


Of sin and devil’s might.’


Hopkins


Overleaf is given the three-voice setting from the Dublin troper, transcribed into modern notation, with the Latin text of all five verses. Play and sing it with whatever combination of voices and instruments come to hand. If, like young Nicholas and our musical miller, you own a ‘gay sautrie’, use that. Embrace and revel in the foreign-sounding but irresistible sound-world of medieval minstrelsy before the invention of the bar line, the perfect cadence or the ban on parallel fifths. 


And have fun. Medieval iconographers clearly regarded the moment of the angel’s appearance to Mary as a solemn one, certainly, but above all as a moment of joy.


And so the Christmas story begins.



‘Angelus ad Virginem’


[image: Sheet music of ‘Angelus ad Virginem’.]


2. Quomodo conciperem,


quae virum non cognovi?


Qualiter infringerem,


quae firma mente vovi?


‘Spiritus sancti gratia


Perficiet haec omnia;


Ne timeas, sed gaudeas, secura,


quod castimonia


Manebit in te pura


Dei potentia.’


3. Ad haec virgo nobilis


Respondens inquit ei;


‘Ancilla sum humilis


Omnipotentis Dei.


Tibi coelesti nuntio,


Tanta secreti conscio,


Consentiens, et cupiens videre


factum quod audio,


Parata sum parere


Dei consilio.’


4. Angelus disparuit


Etstatim puellaris


Uterus intumuit


Vi partus salutaris.


Qui, circumdatus utero


Novem mensium numero,


Hinc exiit et iniit conflictum,


Affigens humero


Crucem, qua dedit ictum


Hosti mortifero.


5. Eia Mater Domini,


Quae pacem reddidisti


Angelis et homini,


Cum Christum genuisti;


Tuum exora filium


Ut se nobis propitium


Exhibeat, et deleat peccata;


Praestans auxilium


Vita frui beta


Post hoc exsilium.
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The Cherry-Tree Carol


RIGHT FROM the start of the Christmas story, not everyone was happy with the direction events were taking.


Just as Thomas, at the other end of Christ’s life and ministry, is called upon to express an all-too-human doubt on behalf of us all at what he sees unfolding before his eyes, so Joseph, when he learns his wife is to have a baby, can be forgiven for a moment of understandable bafflement, even anger.


There is a rich vein of folk carols, ballads and dramas that draw touchingly on this painful and puzzling little family scene. Many are revealed to us in manuscript and printed sources dating from the sixteenth century and before, suggesting they had existed as part of an oral tradition long before that. The scholar Edith Rickert records one from the time of Henry VII or VIII, in which Joseph comments ruefully:


I, Joseph, wonder how this may be


That Mary wax great when I and she


Ever have lived in chastity.


If she be with child it is not by me.


In an English mystery play of the later fifteenth century, Joseph arrives home from an arduous journey finding food for his family to be confronted with his wife’s mysterious pregnancy. Mary nervously recounts the story of her visit from the angel, adding slightly coyly that the child is ‘God’s and yours, I say, iwys’. The anonymous dramatists who wrote these plays capture Joseph’s hurt and shame with insightful accuracy:


An angel! Alas, alas! Fie, for shame! …


To put an angel in so great blame!


Alas, alas! Let be! Do way!


It was sum boy began this game …


Alas, alas, my name is shent!


All men may me now despise


And say, ‘Old cuckold, thy bow is bent


Newly now after the French guise.’


Alas and welaway!


Alas, dame, why didst thou so?


In these accounts, Joseph’s doubts are allayed by the arrival of a second angel. Poor, puzzled Joseph recognises that this is not just ‘sum boy’ dressed up, and begs forgiveness from both Mary and God for his harsh words. Both give it freely.


Like some other carols with their roots in impenetrably ancient folk traditions, this little story found itself involved and intermingled with some of the myths and narratives that grew up around the emergence and growth of the early church. The four canonical Gospels leave some pretty big holes in their account of Christ’s life, especially his childhood. In the centuries following his death, creatively minded scholars and theologians filled the gaps and coloured in the detail in a series of texts known collectively as the ‘New Testament Apocrypha’. A notable subset of these colourful inventions is the group known as the ‘Infancy Gospels’. Here is Christ’s early life in all its miraculous and mischievous reality. 


One of them has come down to us under the odd title of ‘The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew’. The name reveals several layers of historical uncertainty. Early sources contain a preface in the form of letters between two bishops and the church father St Jerome. They state confidently that the volume which follows is ‘written by the hand of the most blessed evangelist Matthew’. Modern scholars believe that the fundamental text of pseudo-Matthew probably dates from the early seventh century. It is not by Matthew; and the preface, and translation, are not by Jerome. But the name stuck. English scholarly editions of the ‘New Testament Apocrypha’ appeared in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, including an important version by the prolific satirist, bookseller and campaigner for press freedom William Hone, also a significant collector and editor of Christmas carols.


Pseudo-Matthew gives the medieval imagination the sort of fantastical fables of divine intervention which it loved: a sort of celebrity culture of the doings of saints and angels, re-created endlessly in plays, songs, myths, carvings, corbels and choir stalls. Here, the boy Jesus tames dragons, lions and leopards, and commands stone idols in a pagan temple to bow down before him. All of this happens during the Holy Family’s flight into Egypt to escape the murderous jealousy of Herod (another elision of elements: approached from this direction maybe The Cherry-Tree Carol belongs more properly in the Holy Innocents section of this book rather than under ‘A’ for ‘Annunciation’; an example of how folk carols often move seamlessly between seasons and stories, taking in the entire Christian world-view from creation to last things). 


For present purposes we turn to the little story in chapter 20. The family has stopped to rest. Not finding a cave, they sit under the welcome shade of a palm tree. Mary gazes up at the fruit of the palm (most likely a banana palm, botanists tell us), and wishes she could reach it. Joseph reverts to type; practical, but prickly:


I wonder that thou sayest this, when thou seest how high the palm tree is; and that thou thinkest of eating of its fruit. I am thinking more of the want of water, because the skins are now empty, and we have none wherewith to refresh ourselves and our cattle.


The boy Jesus, resting in his mother’s arms, intervenes. He orders the tree to bow down and offer Mary its fruit. It does so. He then summons fresh water from a spring among its roots, ‘clear and cool and sparkling’. People and beasts, refreshed and satisfied, give thanks.


The story resurfaces some seven centuries later. Naturally, it has changed a good deal. 


The ‘N-Town Plays’ are a collection of forty-two medieval mystery dramas, mostly based on Bible stories, with a strong dash of legend, licence and local folk tradition. They date from the late fifteenth century. The name ‘N-Town’ comes from a line in a prologue, or proclamation, in which a ‘Vexillator’, or standard-bearer, informs his audience: 


A Sunday next, if that we may,


At 6 of the bell we begin our play


In N-town; wherefore we pray


That God now be our speed.


Amen.


‘N’ stands for ‘nomen’ or ‘name’: the Vexillator would supply the name of the next stop on their itinerary before his troupe of travelling players packed their primitive scenery into their wooden carts and trundled off once more, dogs and children noisily in pursuit, to start the cycle again in some new covered corn exchange, malodorous market square or lych-gate step. Scholars tentatively place the plays somewhere in the East Midlands; probably East Anglia; possibly Norfolk (or possibly not). Editions and references from the seventeenth right through to the twentieth centuries refer to the cycle as the ‘Ludus Coventriae’ or ‘Coventry Plays’ after the belief that they were played there, but this is another mis-attribution which proved difficult to dislodge.


Play 15 in the series tells of the nativity. In it, the story of the miraculous tree offering fruit to Mary reappears. There are several important differences in detail from the apocryphal account: the family is on its way to Bethlehem, not Egypt; the child Jesus is still in his mother’s womb, not her arms; it is Mary who asks the tree for succour, not Joseph or Jesus; and, no doubt in response to the relocation of events to the more temperate clime of medieval Norfolk, the tree has become a cherry tree. 


The exchange between husband and heavily pregnant wife is full of the wonderfully human character of these beautiful plays:


Mary:      Ah, my sweet husband, would ye tell to me


What tree is yon standing upon yon hill?


Joseph:    Forsooth, Mary, it is called a cherry tree;


In time of year ye might feed you thereon your fill.


Mary:      Turn again, husband, and behold yon tree,


How that it blossoms now so sweetly.


Joseph:    Come on, Mary, that we were at yon city,


Or else we may be blamed, I tell you lythly.


Mary:      Now, my spouse, I pray you to behold


How the cherries grow upon yon tree.


For to have thereof right fain I would,


And [If] it pleased you to labour so much for me.


Joseph:    Your desire to fulfil I shall assay, sekyrly.


Ow! To pluck you of these cherries, it is a work wild!


For the tree is so high it will not be lightly –


Therefore let him pluck you cherries begat you with child!


Mary:      Now, good Lord, I pray thee, grant me this boon,


To have of these cherries and it be your will.


Now I thank it God, this tree boweth to me down!


I may now gather enough and eat my fill.


Joseph:    Ow! I know well I have offended my God in Trinity


Speaking to my spouse these unkind words.


For now I believe well it may none other be


But that my spouse beareth the King’s Son of Bliss;


He helps us now at our need.


From here, the legend begins to appear in a huge number of folk carols and ballad broadside sheets. As so often in folk traditions, the various elements of the narrative mix freely.


One branch of the main stem deals with Joseph’s doubts, with no mention of magical fruit. Songs of this type appear under titles such as As Joseph Was A-Walking and Joseph and the Angel. A ballad sheet of around 1660 starts, ‘When righteous Joseph wedded was’. Words, as usual, are printed without music, and the purchaser is instructed to sing the lyric ‘To the tune of The Blazing Torch’. In fact, the text is in the familiar alternation of eight- and six-syllable lines known as ‘common metre’, meaning that any suitable tune would fit just as well as the one the printer suggests, a ubiquitous feature of metrical psalms and songs of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and beyond, so no doubt this cheerful tale of Joseph’s little wobble found itself sung to all sorts of different tunes. 


Some versions begin with Joseph taking Mary on his knee: others add a sort of coda in which Mary in turn takes the Christ child on her knee and questions him about his eventual death and resurrection (not the only instance in the folk literature where Jesus goes from speaking in the womb to appearing as a living human boy without missing a beat). Some add a refrain based on the tradition of holly and ivy carols. Even the familiar first line takes a bit of unpicking. Most versions begin, ‘Joseph was an old man’. But nowhere in Scripture is Joseph referred to as ‘old’: he’s just a man. The tradition of a much older Joseph wedded to a younger Mary appears to have begun with the Infancy Gospels which gave us the banana palm. In Pseudo-Matthew Mary is fourteen, and Joseph initially demurs from accepting the invitation to marry her, bashfully pointing out to the priests, ‘I am an old man, and have children; why do you hand over to me this infant, who is younger than my grandsons?’ The detail stuck, part of the eternal iconography of the Holy Family. But even this familiar image of the greybeard Joseph looking lovingly over the shoulder of his childlike bride is not immune from the vagaries of an oral folk tradition: some (though not all) of the many variants noted by Cecil Sharp, Alan Lomax, Maud Karpeles, John Jacob Niles and others in the southern and eastern United States in the early years of the twentieth century begin, for no obvious reason, ‘Joseph was a young man’.


There are, in fact, so many versions that this chapter might be more accurately called ‘The Cherry-Tree Carols’ rather than ‘Carol’. The collectors and editors who preserved them for us contain some familiar names. William Hone printed a version in Ancient Mysteries Described in 1823. William Sandys published a different variant ten years later, together with the tune sung today but in a wonderfully lopsided and rather odd rhythm (which might well just be Sandys getting his minims muddled with his crotchets: he was an assiduous scholar, but not a great musician; the fine twentieth-century historian of hymns and carols Erik Routley thinks Sandys’ harmonisations sometimes sound like ‘Auntie at the parlour piano’). William Henry Husk included the song in Songs of the Nativity in 1868, with the melody and rhythm closer, but still not quite aligned, to the version most often sung today. The pseudonymous Joshua Sylvester compares verses from the West Country and Warwickshire in his A Garland of Christmas Carols, Ancient and Modern of 1861, but without giving a tune. Henry Ramsden Bramley and John Stainer’s version in Christmas Carols New and Old of 1871 refers to Mary as ‘Queen of Galilee’ and gives an entirely different melody, in a lilting 3/4 time. There are four versions of the text in Francis James Child’s influential collection of more than three hundred folk ballads assembled in the later nineteenth century, and it is no. 453 in the (currently) more than twenty thousand entries in the Roud Folk Song Index hosted by the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library (older songs tend to get lower numbers). Cecil Sharp collected no fewer than eight variants.



[image: Musical notation from an early 19th century publication, titled ‘Joseph Was an Old Man’. The music is on two staves, with one note at a time in each hand. Words are printed between the staves.]

Joseph Was an Old Man in the version by William Sandys, 1833, also known as the Cherry-Tree Carol





So the song that follows can no more be said to be the right, or even the best, example of its type than can an individual cherry on the tree. All are slightly different, drawing on shared roots to make something distinctive and precious. All, too, are delicious, colourful, evocative, and, somehow, very English.



‘Cherry-Tree Carol’


[image: Sheet music of ‘Cherry-Tree Carol’.]


3. Joseph and Mary walked


Through a garden gay,


Where the cherries they grew


Upon every tree.


4. O then bespoke Mary,


With words both meek and mild,


‘O gather me cherries, Joseph,


They run so in my mind.’


5. And then replied Joseph


With his words so unkind,


‘Let him gather thee cherries


That got thee with child.’


6. O then bespoke our Saviour,


And in His mother’s womb,


‘Bow down, good cherry-tree,


To my mother’s hand.’


7. The uppermost sprig


Bowed down to Mary’s knee,


‘Thus you may see, Joseph,


These cherries are for me.’


8. ‘O eat your cherries, Mary,


O eat your cherries now,


O eat your cherries, Mary,


That grow upon the bough.’


9. As Joseph was a walking


He heard an Angel sing: 


‘This night shall be born


Our Heavenly King;


10. ‘He neither shall be born


In housen, nor in hall,


Nor in the place of Paradise,


But in an ox’s stall;


11. ‘He neither shall be clothed


In purple nor in pall,


But all in fair linen,


As were babies all;


12. ‘He neither shall be rocked


In silver nor in gold,


But in a wooden cradle,


That rocks on the mould;


13. ‘He neither shall be christened


In white wine nor red,


But with fair spring water


With which we were christened.’


14. Then Mary took her young Son


And set him on her knee: 


‘I pray thee now, dear child,


Tell how this world shall be?’


15. ‘O, I shall be as dead, Mother,


As the stones in the wall;


O, the stones in the street, Mother,


Shall mourn for me all.


16. ‘And upon a Wednesday


My vow I will make,


And upon Good Friday


My death I will take;


17. ‘Upon Easter-day, Mother,


My rising shall be;


O, the sun and the moon,


Shall uprise with me.’


18. The people shall rejoice,


And the birds they shall sing


To see the uprising


Of the Heavenly King.










ADVENT
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Es ist ein Ros entsprungen


(A Great and Mighty Wonder)


GERMAN CHORALES are the place where folk song and art music meet.


Chorales are vernacular hymns: songs, basically. The idea was simple, but revolutionary. Give the ordinary worshipper a straightforward devotional poem or biblical paraphrase, in the language they speak every day, together with a singable tune and (sometimes) sturdy four-part harmony, and you have something that can be offered and enjoyed anywhere, any time – in the home, at work, in the schoolroom. The sort of frilly, intellectualised, sense-obscuring sophistication associated with elaborate polyphony, so despised by the reformers of the sixteenth century (and long before) is bypassed. At the same time, our sacred songsters no longer have to rely on a trained initiate who knows the notes and has learned the Latin to interpose between themselves and their god. The role of the priest, monk and skilled musical artisan has changed. Power and authority move.


Chorales were the musical lifeblood of the German Reformation eternally associated with the life, ideas and character of the scholar, music lover and former friar from Wittenberg, Martin Luther. Hymnbooks, chorale collections, songbooks and school singing manuals poured off the presses of newly Protestant northern Europe, skilfully exploiting the still-new science of printing (and even newer science of music printing) in beautifully clear text, handsome floral borders and pictures of King David playing the harp. Luther himself wrote, or adapted, both words and music of many chorales. Many of the leading composers and compilers of collections of this kind were his friends and collaborators, and he would regularly write supportive prefaces for their books, both of chorales and of more elaborate compositions, often resorting to his habitual earthy vocabulary, as in his introduction to Georg Rhau’s Symphoniae Jucundae of 1538:
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